Discordant fandom and global football brands : 'let the people sing' by Hewer, Paul et al.
Strathprints Institutional Repository
Hewer, Paul and Gannon, Martin and Cordina, Renzo (2015) Discordant 
fandom and global football brands : 'let the people sing'. Journal of 
Consumer Culture, 18. ISSN 1469-5405 , 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1469540515611199
This version is available at http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/56118/
Strathprints is  designed  to  allow  users  to  access  the  research  output  of  the  University  of 
Strathclyde. Unless otherwise explicitly stated on the manuscript, Copyright © and Moral Rights 
for the papers on this site are retained by the individual authors and/or other copyright owners. 
Please check the manuscript for details of any other licences that may have been applied. You 
may  not  engage  in  further  distribution  of  the  material  for  any  profitmaking  activities  or  any 
commercial gain. You may freely distribute both the url (http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/) and the 
content of this paper for research or private study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes without 
prior permission or charge. 
Any  correspondence  concerning  this  service  should  be  sent  to  Strathprints  administrator: 
strathprints@strath.ac.uk
 1 
 
Accepted Author Manuscript, In press: Journal of Consumer Culture published 
online 18th October 2015. 
 
Discordant Fandom DQG*OREDO)RRWEDOO%UDQGVµ/HWWKH3HRSOH6LQJ¶1  
Paul Hewer, Martin Gannon, University of Strathclyde, UK 
and Renzo Cordina, University of Dundee, UK 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Global football brands are amongst the most profitable in the world; an industry where 
media and financial interests collide with fan passions and tribal affiliations. And yet, 
despite its prominence in the Global Culture Industry (Lash and Lury, 2007), it is 
surprising how little consumer culture research takes sport seriously.  This is at odds with 
the global business and economics of sport consumption, the media interests involved and 
fans preferences for conversations around sport (Conn, 1997; Smart, 2007; Rowe and 
Gilmour, 2009; Kennedy, 2013b; Dixon, 2013), all of which demonstrate the increasing 
commercialization and embracing of branding practices which are entangled in the hyper-
event that is sport (Crawford, 2004). In terms of brand value football clubs rank amongst 
the most financially affluent brands in the world (Rein et al., 2006), with Brand Finance 
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(2012) reporting that Manchester United, Real Madrid, FC Bayern Munich all have values 
in excess of US$600 million.  In addition, the value of European football is ranked at 
US$17 billion, with a global audience for the English premiership at 643 million. In our 
reckoning this amounts to big business (Price et al., 2013); a global industry where 
lifestyle, image and brand governance converge and do battle with affective emotion and 
the tribal language of participation and politics. This article has three main objectives:  
Our first is to turn to sport as a particularly illuminating and revealing example of 
consumer culture in the making. Marketplace logic and emotion suffuses consumer 
culture and exploring practices of sport fandom thus becomes particularly revealing of 
the tensions and contradictions which are thrown up when emotions and passions collide 
with finance and branding strategies.  Our second objective is to mobilize this insight to 
further research on brand communities through better situating social practices as 
entangled in this heady nexus of passion, power and politics.  In this fashion, our third 
objective is to better understand the roles of brand agitator and brand heretic within such 
communities. To do so, we look to the context of Celtic Football Club based in Glasgow, 
Scotland, and a specific group of their supporters, the Green Brigade (hereafter referred 
WRDVµ*%¶DVHOI-SURFODLPHGµXOWUDV¶JURXSZKLFKKDVFRXUWHGDGHJUHHRIFRQWURYHUV\
in recent years (Lavalette and Mooney, 2013). 
 
GLOBAL SPORTS CONSUMPTION AND FANDOM 
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An existing body of scholarship has taken sport seriously as a basis for theorizing 
consumer culture and consumers.  Here we are thinking of the work of Derbaix et al. 
(2002) on the symbolic consumption of football; the work of Crawford (2004) and 
Richardson and Turley (2006) on how sports fans mobilise forms of cultural capital to 
express a sense of resistance and solidarity; and also the work of Holt (1995) RQWKHµJRRG¶
consumer; a device through which he was able to theorise consumption as classification, 
integration and play.  In a similar fashion, recent research by Healy and McDonagh (2013) 
considers brand culture specifically in the football context. Healy and McDonagh (2013) 
consider fandom and general consumer roles in relation to supporters of Liverpool 
Football Club. They show that there are subtle but significant differences with regards to 
the consumption practices of football fans when compared to general consumer roles, 
particularly with regard to the strong sense of co-creation of brands within the 
professional football context.    
Such studies have emerged from existing research into brand communities, where 
football fans have traditionally been categorised in the same vein as traditional brand 
communities (Stratton and Northcote, 2014) and with the team itself viewed simply as 
the brand (Guschwan, 2012). Our research seeks to contest this evaluation through 
recourse to the divergent focal concerns that exist within the fanbase towards the over-
commercialization and overt branding of their loyalty and passions for the club. In this 
manner our understanding of the ways that brand communities (McAlexander et al., 2002) 
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operate is broadened.  Some football fans may buy into this assumption that they are a 
µFRPPXQLW\¶whose identity is centred on one particular brand, but others, as we shall 
reveal: contest and resist such language as a mechanism to preserve their own particular 
enclaves of community spirit. 
A rich body of literature exists on football consumption to further our understanding 
of its particular character. Herein, football fandom is understood as an instance of serious 
leisure identification (Jones, 2000); a way of life and a significant component of identity 
stabilisation (Porat, 2010) or even a site to explore shifting community attachments, 
kinship and belonging in a fast-moving global context (Brown et al., 2008). Dixon (2013) 
considers the communal nature of the experience as paramount in forming a bond between 
WKH µIDQ¶ DQG WKH µWHDP¶ LWVHOI )XUWKHUPRUH 6DQGYRVV  H[WHQGV XSRQ WKLV E\
commenting that fans perceive the club and themselves to be one and the same when 
describing the nature of their support. However, fandom can also allow individuals the 
opportunity to feel a sense of togetherness and cohesion with fellow supporters (Zillman 
et al., 1989; Fillis and Mackay, 2014), and is considered as a central tenet of the sports 
industry (Dionísio et al., 2008). Here we quote Brown et al. at length to express this 
significance³7KHQRWLRQRIV\PEROLFFRPPXQLW\FDQKHOSXVWRRYHUFRPHWKHVHDUFKIRU
JHRJUDSKLFDO IRRWEDOOFRPPXQLWLHV LQ WKHVH LQFUHDVLQJO\µSODFHOHVV¶ WLPHVZKLOVWSRVW-
modern understandings of community can sensitise us to the multiple µOLJKW¶DQGIOXLG
ways in which people opt in-and out oIWKHLUDVVRFLDWLRQVZLWKµOLNH-PLQGHGVRXOV¶ (2008: 
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309). More recent work has also started to unpack the potential of organised fans to create 
and promote branded commodities for their own ends to contest the harnessing of their 
identity work for financial gain (Guschwan, 2012).  Much like the textual poachers so 
well identified by Jenkins (2013), we witness through such practical collective actions 
the tensions and contradictions embedded within the politics of participatory culture.   
In this way, a spate of global football brands have witnessed the emergence of 
increasing negative sentiment, discord and rebellion amongst their fan bases (Kennedy, 
2013a; Bi, 2013; Brown, 2008; Stokvis, 2008; Oppenhuisen and van Zoonen, 2006). Such 
discord has often led to what Stokvis (2008: 497) refers WRDVWKHµUKHWRULFRILGHQWLW\¶LH
arguments put forward to show that there is divergence between the decisions and 
proposals of board members of the football club and what supporters perceive to be the 
ethos of the club. Such differences are often expressed by fans on the terraces of the 
football groundsZKLFKRIWHQKDYHVHUYHGDVDµZHDSRQIRUWKHZHDN¶ (Tuastad, 2014: 
284), a space where vociferous groups can express their opinion collectively in a public 
manner (Brown, 2008). 
Divisions between fans and the Club, could lead to the rejection of the brand (Cromie 
and Ewing, 2009) and the creation of a counter-brand community (Cova and White, 
2010).  As Cova and White (2010) propose in the case study on the strategic battle game 
Warhammer, when fans appear to be taking a counter position to the brand, it is essential 
for the management to acknowledge their opinion in an attempt to mitigate the 
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dissatisfaction of fans. Indeed, the authors argue that when Dell attempted to ignore an 
LQFUHDVLQJO\QHJDWLYHVHQWLPHQWLQEORJVDQGVRFLDOPHGLDWKHFRPSDQ\¶VUHSXWDWLRQKDG
been damaged. This echoes the viewpoints of Cleland (2010) and Cleland and Dixon 
(2014) on football clubs, who contend that if the viewpoints of supporter organisations 
are ignored, this can lead to potential damage to the football club. However, unlike other 
types of consumers, a football fan is unlikely to switch allegiance as a result of 
disagreement with the management of the football club (Chadwick et al., 2008; Fillis and 
Mackay, 2014). As such, it is well established that football clubs are closed and protective 
when dealing with their brand (McCarthy et al., 2014), although recently some clubs have 
recognised the need for change (Christodoulides, 2009). The fan might consider exiting 
the market temporarily (i.e., through a boycott) with the hope that in the future the 
relationship with the Club will once again improve (Healy and McDonagh, 2013).  
Exiting the market, would include a reduction in the sale of match and season tickets.  A 
case in point is that of the Dutch football team AFC Ajax, whereby traditional fans who 
were concerned about the over-commercialisation of the club, voted with their feet and 
refused to attend matches (Oppenhuisen and van Zoonen, 2006).    
Alternatively, fans might use a negative µWZLVW¶DSSURDFK (Fournier and Avery, 2011), 
whereby they alter the branding of the football club on their own merchandise in order to 
show discontent (Crawford, 2004; Healy and McDonagh, 2013). In contrast, maintaining 
a good relationship and taking into consideration the critical input of fan bases (Chadwick 
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et al., 2008) is likely to lead to more benefits, such as increased match attendance and an 
improved atmosphere in the stadium (Guschwan, 2012).  For Healy and McDonagh 
(2013) management must reconsider the actions which led to discontent amongst the fan 
base, and strive to take their viewpoints into consideration.  For example, in the case of 
Ajax, the management decided to improve communication between the team and the fans, 
and although retaining the same operational strategy,  match attendance improved once 
DJDLQ DQGDYRFLIHURXV JURXSRI VXSSRUWHUV UHIHUUHG WR DV WKH µ)-6LGH¶ZHUH JUDQWHGD
special section in the stadium in an attempt to satiate them (Oppenhuisen and van Zoonen, 
2006).  
We turn to a particularly illustrative example of such a fan base in action, that of the 
Green Brigade of Celtic Football Club, to explore the political possibilities of such 
actions. That is, how such groups forge their own counter-identities and contested 
identities that act, not, in harmony and tandem with the larger brand ethos but serve to 
legitimate and practice a counter-philosophy; how rebels with a cause sometimes resort 
to rebellion to forge a µZH¶Dnd rage against such over-commercialisation through their 
own co-opted brand strategies.   
 
CELTIC FC AND THE GREEN BRIGADE 
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Our context for this discussion is Celtic Football Club who rank 37th in the Brand Finance 
charts for football brands, raking in a cool $64 million (Brand Finance, 2012). Celtic FC 
were originally founded by predominantly Catholic Irish immigrants, who had moved to 
6FRWODQGDVDUHVXOWRISRYHUW\DQGIDPLQHLQ,UHODQGZLWKPDQ\OLQNVWRWKHIDQV¶ZRUNLQJ
class social status, religious grounding, left-wing political leanings, and Irish heritage still 
immediately apparent today (Sandvoss, 2003; McDougall, 2013) and often expressed in 
rebel songs drenched in religious sentiment (Bradley, 1998; Finn & Giulianotti, 1998).  
Recent figures suggest that the club has a worldwide fan base of over nine million, of 
which one million hail from North America (The Scotsman, 2014).  A crucial ingredient 
RI WKHFOXE¶V ILQDQFLDOKHDOWKDQGEUDQGYDOXH UHPDLQs tied up in the goodwill of ³WKH
)DQV´ RU DV WKH PDUNHWLQJ discourse UHYHDOV ³7KH EHVW WKDW &HOWLF VWDQGV IRU is the 
renowned qualities of its supporters and their relationship with the Club´, with season 
tickets holders amounting to 53,000 and 15,000 fans owning shares in the club (Celtic 
FC, 2014)  
Subcultures of consumption are rarely monolithic and this is especially the case with 
Celtic FC, with a crucial social group of fans known as WKH*UHHQ%ULJDGHµ*%¶; a small 
but very vociferous group of supporters. The GB, as we seek to reveal, is a rare example 
of a well-organised, well-supported, fiercely loyal and yet disparate group of football 
fans. The group define themselves as a FROOHFWLYHRI³DQWL-fascist, anti-racist, and anti-
VHFWDULDQ &HOWLF VXSSRUWHUV´ (Forsyth, 2010: 9). Nonetheless, the group have courted 
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controversy over the last few years with their readiness to display their often-non-
mainstream political leanings (Murray, 2010). This, along with their anti-
commercialisation stance (McDougall, 2013), has led to discord in their relationship with 
the decision makers within the club (Macfarlane, 2011), but also with other supporters 
who are not members of their group (Murray, 2010). Perhaps the most significant 
admission by the club itself regarding the power of the GB came in 2010, when they were 
awarded their own section of the stadium to populate on match-days (McCarthy, 2012; 
Lavalette and Mooney, 2013).  However, recent years have been tumultuous for the 
group. Not only are they facing pressure to alter their behaviour at the stadium due to 
health and safety fears (Marshall, 2011), but some of their actions have led to derision 
and outrage from the media, the Chief Executive of the club (Devlin, 2012; Forsyth, 2011; 
Murray, 2010) and fellow supporters (Halliday, 2013). This reached a crescendo when, 
following a display of banners of a political nature during a high-profile match, the club 
were fined by the governing body (UEFA) for the actions of GB members. This led to 
public criticism from the Chief Executive of the club, with the GB outlining its counter-
position with the following response: 
³:H ILQG &HOWLF
V DFFXVDWLRQ RI WKH *UHHQ %ULJDGH GLVUHVSHFWLQJ WKH FOXE WR EH
completely ironic and totally laughable when we consider the level of disrespect they 
have repeatedly shown to their supporters fRUIDUWRRORQJ´(The Scotsman, 2013) 
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This pro-consumer/anti-corporate mind-set with regard to football is not unusual, with a 
number of supporter movements emerging in recent years with objectives at odds with 
WKRVH UXQQLQJ WKH FOXE WKH\ VXSSRUW /LYHUSRRO )&¶V ³6SLULW RI 6KDQNO\´ DQG WKH
³0DQFKHVWHU8QLWHG6XSSRUWHUV7UXVW´DUHWZRKLJK-profile groups which were unhappy 
with the increasingly commoditised running of their respective clubs. However, these 
groups received a degree of validation and sympathy from some external sources, with 
positive media coverage of their actions not unusual (Herbert, 2010; Massey, 2010).  
Further to this, it is very unusual for a subculture of consumption to face such 
widespread, heavy criticism from such varied commentators. Nonetheless, with negative 
media attention emerging with increasing regularity (Forsyth, 2011; Murray, 2010), the 
group, though still in its infancy, faces a fight for its survival. This dichotomy between 
club and supporters reflects the situation throughout the industry, as Walters and Tacon 
(2010: 576) reveal one club Director DV VWDWLQJ  ³,  GRQ¶W   WKLQN  ZH   VKRXOG  EH
DFFRXQWDEOHWRVXSSRUWHUV´(Walters and Tacon, 2010: 576). This sentiment is echoed 
from the supporter/consumer perspective, with the majority of respondents believing that 
FOXERIILFLDOV³SDLGWKHPOLWWOHPLQG´. In part, this attitude and the high-level of power 
distance between football club decision makers and supporters have led to the 
nullification of some supporter movements. However, the GB appear to be prepared to 
tackle this, and remain as organised and as prolific as ever. This perhaps emerges from a 
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stronger shared tradition, heritage, and history, which supersedes that found in a number 
of other football supporter movements (Fillis and Mackay, 2014).  
 
 
 
NETNOGRAPHIC METHODOLOGY  
Netnography is an ethnographic approach adapted for research conducted in online 
environments such as a web-based forums (Kozinets, 2006) or social media platforms 
(Price et al., 2013).  The netnographic approach to research is well-established in 
consumer behaviour research (Catterall and Maclaran, 2002; Hewer and Brownlie, 2009). 
This is particularly evident in research into subcultures of consumption (Chalmers and 
Arthur, 2008; Kozinets, 1997; Kozinets and Handelman, 1998) and associated 
phenomena such as brand communities (Cova and Pace, 2006; Oakes et al., 2013; Schau 
DQG 0ǊQL] ; Hewer and Brownlie, 2013); and consumer tribes (Hewer and 
Hamilton, 2010; Hamilton and Hewer, 2009; 6FKDXDQG0ǊQL]) and has also been 
used more specifically, with e-zines and message boards as a data source, in the context 
of football fandom and football-oriented communities (Millward, 2008).   
 12 
 
As with the study by Hewer and Brownlie (2013) our analysis is based on the content 
of forum posts and discussions although, in this instance, we make use of the football 
message board associated with the GB (http://greenbrigade.proboards.com). Much like 
the online website associated with the Australian Rules Football team North Adelaide FC, 
WKHµ*URJ6TXDG¶3DOPHUDQG7KRPpson, 2007), the GB forum serves as a social hub 
for a range of debates related to upcoming matches, merchandise, banners, and politics. 
Further to this, Gibbons and Dixon (2010) contend that football related forums remain a 
rich source of data, especially as they have not been drawn upon extensively enough in 
existing research. They argue that in order to understand more fully the nature of football 
fandom, more studies using this type of methodology must be carried out.  Millward 
(2008), also confirms that a sustained study of message board interactions remains a 
valued ethnographic endeavour, and should not simply be considered as a documentary 
source. As such, this netnographic approach allows for access to a relatively large number 
of participants, an already transcribed and constantly improving data source (participant 
SRVWVDQGH[SRVXUHWR³DKLJKOHYHORILQ-JURXSFXOWXUH´ZKLFKPD\RWherwise be difficult 
to access (Millward, 2008: 306). 
The GB fits the profile of a group with strong ideological foundations, but whose 
existence could be short-lived as a result of external factors and decisions. They are 
committed to Celtic FC, with an unusual socialist and egalitarian political agenda 
(Kennedy, 2013b). They are not reluctant to vocalise their values and beliefs, and are 
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known to express themselves in a highly symbolic fashion through displays, chants and 
banners when attending football matches (Forsyth, 2011; Bradley 1998).   
As of March 2014, the forum has over 30,000 members, with posts dating back to 
2006, the year in which the Green Brigade was formed (Lavalette and Mooney, 2013). 
On average, approximately 35 posts are submitted RQHDFKWKUHDGRU³QHZWRSLF´The 
forum itself is subdivided into various categories, with specific sections dedicated for 
merchandise and politics. To date, the highest number of active users registered was in 
June 2010 at 1480. Users often use evocative but non-identifying nametags such as 
µEternalRebel¶µAntifaCeltic¶LQZKDWLVSHUFHLYHGWREHDQDWWHPSWWRHFKRWKHSROLWLFDO
leanings of the group as a whole. The nametags of users also suggest that they are 
predominantly male, with little to indicate an abundance of female members. This can be 
assumed as a large number of nametags fall into two main categories; those with explicit 
UHIHUHQFHWRZKDWLVSUHVXPDEO\WKHXVHUV¶real name coupled with a reference to Celtic 
LH³'DQLHO&)&´RU³/XLJL´RUWKRVHLQFRUSRUDWLQJWKHZRUG³EKR\´DQLFNQDPH
for Celtic supporters in general, which nonetheless has obvious gender associations (i.e., 
³3ORXJK%KR\´RU³%XG%KR\´. DHVSLWHERWKµJHQGHU¶DQGµDJH¶QHDU-unanimously being 
classified as µXQGLVFORVHG¶ LQ PHPEHU SURILOHV.  We considered all available posts 
pertaining to conspicuous member involvement, and creative, symbolic and physical 
displays of support and conflict based on underpinnings which emerged from past 
literature. Further to this, and again echoing the work of (Hewer and Brownlie, 2013), we 
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consider the way discussions develop and how forum-participants try to maintain 
relationships within the GB, while also allowing for posts and discussions which piqued 
our interest.  Overall, all posts in the subcategories of merchandise, politics, and relevant 
infRUPDWLRQIURPWKHµJHQHUDOFKDW¶DQGRWKHUVPDOOHUVHFWLRQV up to March 2014 were 
considered.   
Due to the large number of non-contributory posts, such as images, we made use of 
the in-built search facility in order to identify the most relevant posts by using targeted 
keywords (e.g. merchandise, board, protest). In doing so, we were able to identify almost 
300 posts pertinent to our discussion)LOWHULQJµQRLVH¶SURYHGWLPH-consuming due to a 
large proportion of content-shy posts. For example, the Merchandise section contained 
1,760 posts in 35 threads (topics), but many of these were either a photograph of the 
merchandise or forum members stating that they were interested in purchasing it with 
little to no detail and were thus deemed unsuitable. Therefore, as with Brodie et al. (2013), 
successive readings were required in order to ensure that the data was suitably rich before 
then progressing on to codify and analyse the data. Like Oakes et al. (2013), we have 
forgone the use of software packages in analysing the data in an effort to stay close to our 
data. Kozinets (2006) suggests manual data classification and coding can be employed 
within a netnographic method.  Relevant posts were identified by each of the authors and 
analysed further in order to establish common themes.  These were then discussed and a 
refined list of the most appropriate and significant themes was generated.  On this basis a 
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range of themes emerged: namely merchandising as enforcing hierarchy and membership, 
the desire for group member validation, and an analysis of the politics section which 
appeared to act as a hub for the ethos and group feeling of the community as a whole.  
 
THE EMERGENT POLITICS OF FOOTBALL FANDOM 
³$VRFLDOGUDPDLVLQLWLDWHGZKHQWKHSHDFHIXOWHQRURIUHJXODUQRUP-governed social life is interrupted 
by the breach of a rule controlling one of its salient relationships. This leads swiftly or slowly to a state 
RIFULVLVZKLFKLIQRWVRRQVHDOHGRIIPD\VSOLWWKHFRPPXQLW\LQWRIDFWLRQVDQGFRDOLWLRQV´ (Turner, 
1982: 92) 
As per the trials and tribulations of the group presented above, there has been a growing 
push towards the GB constituting itself as an ideologically traditional counter-point to the 
perceived recent over-commercialisation of the club (Lavalette and Mooney, 2013)³This 
is a PLC so out of touch with the History, the Culture and Nature of the community in 
ZKLFK FRQWLQXHV WKH &OXE
V YHU\ H[LVWHQFH 8V WKH &HOWLF 6XSSRUWHUV´ GB members 
consider their attempts to foster a sense of identity as a way of opposing what they 
SHUFHLYHWREHWKHFOXE¶VUHFHQWIailings: ³HYHU\WKLQJLVKHDGLQJLQFRPSOHWHO\WKHRSSRVLWH
direction to the way we want it to. The people who run our club are like politicians, 
FRPSOHWHO\RXWRIWRXFKZLWKUHDOLW\´ (cf. McDougall, 2013). Such dissatisfaction with 
WKHEUDQG¶VRZQHUVKLSDQGVWUDWHJLFintent is mirrored through suspicions that the club is 
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WDUJHWLQJDSDUWLFXODUNLQGRIµIDQ¶³WKHSHRSOHLQFKDUJHDW&HOWLFGRQ¶WFDUHDERXWWKH
normal fan; they are only interested in the fan with money or the middle-class new breed 
RIIDQ7KH3/&KDYHEHHQWU\LQJWRULGWKHFOXERILWVQRUPDOIDQEDVHIRU\HDUVQRZ´
Discordant fans in this manner contest what King (1997) termed to shift to the logic of 
the customer, where the profit motive trumps local affiliation, history and tradition. 
Here the labour of division (Munro, 1997) and difference is always to the fore. As 
such, views have emerged regarding the FOXE¶VUHVSRQVHWRLQFUHDVHGSUHVVXUe from the 
Scottish government (Marshall, 2011) and the football authorities to eliminate 
sectarianism and political views on the football terraces (Kennedy, 2013a).  Members 
accuse the club of bowing to such SUHVVXUHDQG³WU\LQJWRUHZULWHKLVWRU\«WKH\GRQ¶W
really want to recognise our history, culture or traditions´7KLVH[WHQGVWRdisagreements 
over attempts to prosecute fans who express what they consider to be political statements 
RUFKDQWV³DOODVHFWLRQRIWKHVXSSRUWZDQWWRGRLVVLQJRXUVRQJVVRQJVWKDWZHUHQRW
illegal, bigoted, sectarian, racist or fascist. Legislation that makes it an offence because 
VRPHRQH LV RIIHQGHG JRHV DJDLQVW GHPRFUDF\´ Furthermore, there is fundamental 
disagreement on whether politics should be distinct from football.  With the group, 
HFKRLQJ.HQQHG\¶V(2013b) assertion that the two are intertwined; ³,EHOLHYHERWKSROLWLFs 
and football JRKDQGLQKDQG´ In this way, they view moves to neutralise any political 
agenda as negatively impacting on their identity, as they believe that the club is turning 
fellow supporters against the GB. They question whether the group are the only voice 
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GHIHQGLQJ ZKDW LW WUDGLWLRQDOO\ PHDQV WR EH µD &HOWLF VXSSRUWHU¶ ZKHQ faced with 
executives perceived to be hell-EHQWRQ³VHOOLQJRXW WKHKLVWRU\DQGFRQIRUPLQJ WR WKH
modern day values of greed and revisionism, like a small minority in the Celtic support 
seem to want. You know, the ones who believe an\WKLQJ WKDW WKH3/& WHOO WKHP´ DQ
increasingly common theme in the modern world of football (Bi, 2013; Stokvis, 2008; 
Oppenhuisen and van Zoonen, 2006; Cleland and Dixon, 2014). 
What started as disillusionment has quickly degenerated into distrust, with some 
members believing that all slights on the character of the GB are initiated by the club 
LWVHOI³&HOWLFEDQQHGWKH*UHHQ%ULJDGHFROOXGHGZLWKWKHDXWKRULWLHVWRKDYHPHPEHUV
DUUHVWHG«7KH&OXEGLGLWVEHVWWRWXUQIHOORZVXSSRUWHUVDJDLQVWWKH*%´ This is used 
to highlight the disconnect between the club and group, where what GB members believe 
DV WKH EHVW ZD\ WR VKRZ VXSSRUW LV LQ GLUHFW RSSRVLWLRQ WR ZKDW WKH FOXE GHVLUHV ³LW
VHHPV«WKDWRXUFOXEDQGWKHDXWKRULWLHV DUHGRLQJWKHLUXWPRVWWRHUDGLFDWH>WKH*%@´ 
)DUIURPDFWLQJDVµJUHHWHUV¶DVSHUFournier and Lee (2009), GB members appear to have 
no interest in welcoming new members who have not experienced the rigorous validation 
process due to fear of infiltration or FRUUXSWLRQ RI WKH JURXS LGHQWLW\ ³ZH JHW SHRSOH
constantly asking "How do I join the GB?", but being as strict as we have has worked for 
us and got us where we are ZLWKODGVZHFDQWUXVW´  
The group have aimed to highlight their disillusionment and distrust of the club by 
way of practical collective action, whereby they have, on occasion, agreed to avoid 
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attendance at matches in order to show their dissatisfaction with the actions of the club: 
³,¶PDOVRGRQHZLWK&HOWLF«ZRQ¶WEHXVLQJP\6HDVRQTicket again until things change. 
,¶YH ORVW WKHEX]]´ 6RPHPHPEHUV staunchly believe in the power of the group as a 
collective and the extent to which they can influence non-group member supporters: 
³$QQRXQFHDER\FRWWDER\FRWWWKDWZLOOODVWLQGHILQLWHO\XQWLOWKH\VWDUWVXSSRUWLQJWKH
support. There will be many who follow suit. Even more when they realise there is no 
DWPRVSKHUHDW&HOWLF3DUN«:HDUHUHEHOVUHPHPEHU´ The group ethos is thus one of 
rebels with a cause, a rebel mystique which is akin to a form of brand agitation and brand 
heretics. 2UDV WKH\EHWWHUH[SUHVV³LW¶s about being loud, being proud and ultimately 
enjoying yourself and having the craic with like-minded people. Sadly it seems they are 
things that our club and the authorities are doing their utmost to eradicate´ In such 
appeals to their ethno-religious roots they mobilise discourses of tribal sentiment and 
grievance; and legitimate their actions through appeals for better standing for the ethos, 
history and tradition of the club. Such a stance has led to the group pursuing more overt 
displays of solidarity to assert their group identity in this period where they feel 
marginalised with no representation. An example of this is provided by Lavalette and 
Mooney (2013), whereby members of the group were arrested at home, banners and 
displays were removed by Police and stadium stewards, and travelling bans were issued 
rendering travel to and attendance at matches extremely difficult. The discursive rhetoric 
of rebels and brand agitation makes explicit the forms of contested ownership which the 
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group work through. Perhaps best illustrated by how the club, whilst deriding and 
contesting the group¶s existence, are willing to sell framed prints featuring the Green 
Bridge to the broader fanbase.  
MERCHANDISING AS A COUNTER-BRAND FAN SOLUTION 
³,IWKHVLWXDWLRQGRHVQRWUHJUHVVWRFULVLVZKLFKPD\UHPDLQHQGHPLFXQWLOVRPHUDGLFDOUHVWUXFWXULQJ
of social relationships, sometimes by revolutionary means, is undertaken), the next phase of social 
drama comes into play, which involves alternative solutions to the problem. The first is reconciliation 
of the conflicting parties following judicial, ritual, or military processes; the second, consensual 
recognition of irremediable breach, usually followed by the spatial sepaUDWLRQRIWKHSDUWLHV´7XUQHU 
1982: 92) 
As a result of increasing tension between the GB and the club, the group are attempting 
to emulate their more established Italian counterparts in manufacturing and selling 
unofficial group related products (Foot, 2007), a difficult feat when considering the 
protective nature of football clubs and their associated brands (McCarthy et al., 2014). 
The online message-board acts as a marketplace for sentiments and ideas but also a 
platform through which merchandise is promoted and sold. Here custom made GB 
branded merchandise is used to engender a sense of belonging and as a symbol of 
attachment to the group. Group members are encouraged to wear this merchandise instead 
of official club merchandise, further emphasising the increasing sense of disconnect and 
division within the fan base: ³7KHJURXSDUHNHHQRQQRRIILFLDOPHUFKDQGLVHEHLQJZRUQ
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in the section. Preferably those in the section will be wearing GB merchandise, or a khaki 
MDFNHWDQGVFDUI´As such, despite the reticence in relation to group members wearing 
official merchandise, the use of GB-branded merchandise still ensures that GB members 
show their allegiance to the club without directly supporting what they view to be its over-
commercialisation.  A finding which supports work on other supporters groups such as 
WKHµ*URJ6TXDG¶3DOPHUDQG7KRPSVRQ7KLVµSROLF\¶LVZHOO-known by group 
members, who have historically eschewed official products in favour of their own 
merchandise: ³&HOWLF ZDQW DV PXFK PRQH\ DV WKH\ FDQ RII XV ,¶P FRQVWDQWO\ JHWWLQJ
emails about special offers on official merchandise,VWRSSHGEX\LQJLW\HDUVDJR«our 
club KDVFKDQJHGVRPXFKLQWKHODVW\HDUV´ 
Such a statement echoes Derbaix et al. (2002: 517), who VWDWH µJRRG VXSSRUWHU
V
paraphernalia can be interpreted as an identification, integration, expression and 
VDFUDOL]DWLRQSURFHVV¶7KLV LVessential for the GB, where group-branded merchandise 
must be sold only to members who are proven and µvalidated¶ as it is used as a signal of 
discordant fandom as practiced: ³0HUFK[andise] will be available from the usual spot 
between 1-SP'RQRWJLYHRXWWKHPHHWLQJSODFHWRRWKHUIRUXPXVHUV´ Group members 
are highly protective of their right to sell such merchandise, with sale locations only 
announced shortly before match days by a recognised member of the group ³RQO\
Merch0DQFDQJLYHWKHORFDWLRQRXW´DQGZLWKLQWKHIRUXPUHIHUHQFHLVRQO\PDGHWR
WKH³XVXDOSODFH´UDWKHUWKDQDny specific location: ³,W
VEHHQVDLGEHIRUHWKDWWKHJURXS
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will not come to you. The only way to get it is to go to the merch[andise] SRLQW´7KLV
considered and clandestine approach to the exchange of merchandise for money in real-
ZRUOG ORFDWLRQV FDQDJDLQKLJKOLJKWPHPEHUV¶ OR\DOW\ WR WKHJURXS. Not only are they 
expected to avoid buying official Celtic FC merchandise, there is an established hierarchy 
where the lead merchandiser is considered a figure who wields symbolic power within 
the group (Bourdieu, 1992). 
The secrecy and protective behaviour surrounding merchandise sales emerges from 
accusations that the club are actively persecuting group members who attend matches 
wearing GB branded products: ³«at the last meeting there were reports of people being 
UHIXVHGDGPLVVLRQWRWKHVWDGLXPIRUZHDULQJVXFKPHUFKDQGLVH´7KLVis another point of 
tension between the two parties, although high profile members are eager to point out 
that: ³WKHUHLVQREDQRQ*UHHQ%ULJDGHPHUFKDQGLVHEHLQJZRUQZLWKLQ&HOWLF3DUN´ In 
this manner, far from acting as µDVVLPLODWRUV¶, as revealed in the work of Fournier and Lee 
(2009), the GB act as brand agitators questioning how the club is managed and the over-
commercialization at work.  In this way, forms of talk produce not accord but discord 
over the future of the club.  
The collective actions of the GB seek to take ownership over their branded 
merchandise to engender a sense of togetherness and permit the group to fund the 
manufacture of their banners and flags: ³It goes without saying that if you want to become 
a member of the group then coming to these nights, getting to know people, having a 
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laugh and doing a bit of work with us is absolutely vital to becoming a member and can 
RQO\ZRUNLQ\RXUIDYRXUVRJHW\RXUVHOYHVDORQJ´In fact, this is openly stated³DVD
group we spend a substantial amount of money on displays and we do rely on donations 
and people buying our merchandise. It is also worth noting that the Group Members also 
IXQG WKH JURXS WR TXLWH D KLJK GHJUHH´ These motivations emphasize the sense of 
belonging amongst members and the discourses of legitimation they employ to promote 
the counter-brand. The issue of group related merchandise is perhaps the best example of 
loyalty to the group transcending loyalty to the club or to fellow supporters.    The idea 
to introduce group branded merchandise emerged from the previously mentioned tension 
between the GB and the club, with one member summarising the JURXS¶VVWDQFHRQWKH
matter as: ³6RPH JURXS PHPEHUV DUH DJDLQVW ZHDULQJ PHUFKDQGLVH GXH WR WKH
sponsorship, some feel they have grown out of it, some prefer the different clothing 
VLPLODUWRWKDWRIDQXOWUDVVHFWLRQ´DQGDQRWKHUVWDWLQJWKDW³6RPHSHRSOHKDYHLVVXHVZLWK
WKH ERDUG RU WKH ZD\ IDQV DUH H[SORLWHG RWKHUV ZLWK WKH VKLUW PDQXIDFWXUHUV´  Their 
concerns are essentially related to how the club uses merchandise to reach its commercial 
objectives. :KHUHDVVXSSRUWHUVEX\LQJFOXEPHUFKDQGLVHDUHSD\LQJDORWRIPRQH\³WR
VHUYHDVZDONLQJELOOERDUGVIRUELJFRUSRUDWLRQV´ (Kuhn, 2011: 40), in line with other 
'ultra' football organisations, the Green Brigade does not have a commercial raison d'être 
(Giulianotti, 2002) despite the fact that it is selling merchandise. 
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Instead, GB members are willing to act upon their collective desire to distance  the 
group from the perceived commercialisation of the club, and by positioning group 
merchandise in a manner reminiscent of niche fashion brands the GB have fostered 
µIDQDWLFDO IROORZHUV ZKRVH FRPPLWPHQW WR WKH EUDQG WUDQVFHQGV FRPPRQ OHYHOV RI
OR\DOW\¶ (Chung et al., 2005: 43) in the name of forging their own counter-brand.  A 
contradictory tactic that seeks to subvert the ethos of merchandising with what we see as 
a counter-logic of fan merchandising for themselves. 
 
THAT FOOTBALL SPIRIT 
It was George Orwell (1945) who, writing in the aftermath of WW2, spoke of sport as 
DQ³XQIDLOLQJFDXVHRILOO-ZLOO«DVPLPLFZDUIDUH´$VZHKDYHVRXJKWWRUHYHDl in this 
paper the sport is now the global big business with many brands strategizing on how to 
police and govern this image terrain in the name of global entertainment.  As the World 
Cup in Brazil 2014 demonstrated, sometimes global interests and local politics collide in 
an unhappy tussle to become fodder for media spectacle.  That football spirit and its calls 
to passion, participation and loyalty shed light we feel on the contradictory impulses and 
forces at work when talk of commercialization is couplHGZLWKZKDWVRPHVHHDV µthe 
EHDXWLIXOJDPH¶2.  &RQQDUJXHGLQDVLPLODUIDVKLRQWKDW³WKLQJVRIEHDXW\QHHG
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FDUHIXO SUHVHUYDWLRQ QRW UHPRUVHOHVV H[SORLWDWLRQ«VSRUW KDV D VRXO DQG IRRWEDOO WKH
KHDUWLHVWRIDOO´.  
For Fournier and Lee (2009: 111)³&RPPXQLW\LVDSRWHQWVWUDWHJ\LILWLVDSSURDFKHG
with the right mind-set and skills.  A strong brand community increases customer loyalty, 
lowers marketing costs, authenticates brand meanings, and yields an influx of ideas to 
grow the business.  Through commitment, engagement, and support, companies can 
cultivate brand communities that deliver powerful returns.  When you get the community 
ULJKWWKHEHQHILWVDUHLUUHIXWDEOH´%XWWKHGUDPDVSHFWDFOHDQGtheatre of football, as we 
suggest is always contested terrain, fractured and fragmented, especially when we 
consider the market forces at work and the significant financial sums at stake.  In such 
cultural and commercial worlds what we term the brand agitator and brand heretic exist 
as counterparts to WKHµDVVLPLODWRUV¶DQGJUHHWHUVLGHQWLILHGLQWKHZRUNRIFournier and 
Lee (2009) with their attendant practices of agitating and contesting coming to the fore. 
Fandom as dramatic ritual and social drama (Turner, 1982) as we reveal brings in its 
wake contradictions and tensions especially when it goes toe-to-toe with the brute forces 
of economics, branding and marketing strategy.  Herein, what Marcus termed the 
³QRVWDOJLF EHGURFN´   RI community, ritual and tradition resurfaces and is 
mobilised strategically in cultural worlds for impact and export.  
In this fashion, our paper seeks to reclaim the rich tradition of cultural studies which 
has sought to understand social groups, especially subcultural ones, not as simply as 
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remaindered or residual but as emergent and vital. Such work employed the ethnographic 
approach to understand contemporary culture, seeking to emplace practices and meaning 
through opening up questions of power and politics.  Illustrative of such work are the 
SDSHUVDVVHPEOHGLQ+DOO	-HIIHUVRQ&ODUNH¶VUHDGLQJRIVNLQKHDGVW\OH
DQGWKHµPDJLFDOUHFRYHU\RIFRPPXQLW\¶DVERUQHRIVRFLDOH[FOXVLRQGLVDIIHFWLRQDQG
GHFOLQLQJ HPSOR\PHQW RSSRUWXQLWLHV -HIIHUVRQ¶V UHDGLQJ RI 7HGG\ ER\ FXOWXUH DV D
UHVSRQVHWRWKHORRPLQJVWUXFWXUDOLQHTXDOLWLHVERUQHRIFXOWXUDOFKDQJHD³UHDIILUPDWLRQ
of traditional slum working-cODVVYDOXHV«DQDWWHPSWWRUHWDLQLIRQO\LPDJLQDWLYHO\D
KROGRQ WKH WHUULWRU\ZKLFKZDVEHLQJH[SURSULDWHG IURP WKHP´ -HIIHUVRQ
6XFKZRUNFUDIWHG LWVHOI DURXQG ³WKHQH[XVRI FXOWXUH DQGSRZHU ,QZKDW VHQVH ZDV
generational disaffiliation a sign of broader social contradictions? What was the political 
VLJQLILFDQFHDQGHIILFDF\RIFXOWXUDOPRYHPHQWVZKHQWKHµSROLWLFDO¶ZDVJLYHQDPXFK-
H[SDQGHG GHILQLWLRQ H[SDQGHG DV LW ZHUH WKURXJK WKH FXOWXUDO"´ +DOO DQG -HIIHUVRQ
2006: ix).  Such work took seriously style, signification practices and the power of the 
symbolic as performative  of cultural politics.  Herein the comfortable positivism of 
functionalist approaches to the understanding of the organization of society were 
unsettled and disturbed.  Cultural studies as practiced was indebted to a tradition of work 
DQG XQGHUVWDQGLQJ ZKLFK LQFOXGHG *UDPVFL¶V WKRXJKWV RQ KHJHPRQ\ DQG FRQVHQW
(Forgacs, 1998), the work and ethnographic tradition of the Chicago School, most 
VSHFLILFDOO\%HFNHU¶VZRUk on the labelling of deviance: Outsiders (1991, orig. 1963).  All 
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such approaches, much like what we have aspired to deliver in this paper, foregrounded 
ZKDW*UDPVFLWHUPHGµSUDFWLFDOFROOHFWLYHDFWLRQ¶QRWIRULWVRZQVDNHRUWRSXWIRUZDUG
an overly romanticized or heroic conception of the individual, but as a necessary way to 
understand the fusion of action, common sense and cultural improvisation as responses 
to the here and now of economic woes, and increasingly borne of social and political 
disaffection.  
$V ,OORX] VXJJHVWV ³FRQVXPHU FXOWXUH IRVWHUV IHHOLQJVRI UHEHOOLRXVQHVV WKDW LQ WXUQ
EHFRPHYHKLFOHVIRUFRQVXPSWLRQ´. One such solution for rebels with a cause 
forged through affiliation and community action takes the form of a full-frontal symbolic 
assault using the marketplace resources and logic at their disposal.  Here a counter-brand 
community appears to adopt their own practices of mimicking and subverting brand 
strategizing and merchandizing for their own ends; to invert and convert marketplace 
logic for the purposes of rebellion and community formation. It would be easy to dismiss 
such situated solutions of rebellion as futile or as those of a particular few within a 
particular locale.  Whereas we argue that acknowledging such discord and considering 
such actions as a form of cultural politics is increasingly necessary given the shifts in 
football ownership and the cleavages of contemporary society which surround 
Neoliberalism (Harvey 2007), Nationalism and religious division (Finn & Guilianotti, 
1998).  Such actions make explicit that the constant questioning of over who owns the 
brand is now commonplace and increasingly compelling for fans.  More so, the 
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suggestion from Holt (1999) that brands cause trouble has only been further fuelled by 
the financial and cultural stakes at play but also through the practices of discord now 
made possible through enhancements in new media (Dart 2014).  Resistance and rebellion 
may be futile, with commercial interests ascendant (Lee 1998), but understanding such 
moments of tension, contradiction and acts of reclamation in troubled times remains a 
valid endeavour.  For discoUGDQWIDQVDSSHDUWRIROORZ&DPXV¶GLFWXP³,rebel ± therefore 
we exist´). Rebelling in this instance confers symbolic capital which may not 
trump economic capital but calls such capital to account through appeals to communal 
prestige and group honour (Bourdieu, 1992: 170; Topper, 2001: 41). In this fashion, 
football and its everyday forms of philosophising, forged on the pitch, terraces and 
through mediated interactions, are replete with survival strategies, where the tactic of the 
counter-attack is commonplace and always preferred to business as usual.  Forms of 
practical action for those on the margins seeking to µwin space¶ and reclaim µterritory¶ for 
dissent and for hope, that we see as best encapsulated within the notion of discordant 
fandom)RUDVUHEHOVZLWKDFDXVHDVVHUWµ/HWWKHSHRSOHVLQJ¶       
 
Notes 
1. This is the title of a song which is sung in Celtic Park before most home games 
and is dedicated to those Irish ballad singers who were banned from singing 
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Irish songs and which is employed on the forum to mobilise a sense of 
togetherness and reflexivity amongst fans. 
2. One of the undoubted global heroes of football, Pelé named his autobiography 
0\/LIHDQGWKH%HDXWLIXO*DPH7KHERRN
VGHGLFDWLRQUHDGV³,GHGLFDWHWKLV
ERRNWRDOOWKHSHRSOHZKRKDYHPDGHWKLVJUHDWJDPHWKH%HDXWLIXO*DPH´3HOp
and Fish 1977). 
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